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(57) ABSTRACT 

A method for execution by an oWner of a mailbox in a voice 
mail system. The method comprises using an access device 
to access a voicemail message contained in the mailbox and 
entering a command instrumental in causing the voicemail 
message to be forwarded over a telephone network to a 
conversion entity. At the conversion entity, an electronic 
representation of the voicemail message is created and then 
the electronic representation of the voicemail message is 
rendered accessible to the oWner of the mailbox, e.g., by 
sending an email message to a predetermined address. In this 
Way, electronic representations of voicemail messages in a 
mailbox can be accessed by the oWner of the mailbox using 
a device of choice, not necessarily the access device used 
initially to enter the command. Also, this functionality is 
achieved While alloWing the voice mail system to remain a 

27, 2004. legacy voice mail system. 
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METHODS AND SYSTEMS FOR RENDERING 
VOICE MAIL MESSAGES AMENABLE TO 
ELECTRONIC PROCESSING BY MAILBOX 

OWNERS 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

[0001] This application is a continuation of PCT Patent 
Application Serial No. PCT/CA2005/00l5l5, ?led on Sep. 
30, 2005, designating the United States and hereby incor 
porated by reference herein. 

[0002] This application claims the bene?t under 35 U.S.C. 
119(e) of US. Provisional Patent Application Ser. No. 
60/638,390 to William Crago et al., ?led Dec. 27, 2004, 
hereby incorporated by reference herein. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0003] The present invention relates generally to elec 
tronic communications and, more particularly, to methods 
and systems for rendering voice mail messages contained in 
mailboxes amenable to electronic processing by oWners of 
those mailboxes. 

BACKGROUND 

[0004] Voice mail systems provide a convenient Way for a 
calling party to leave a message for an intended recipient 
Who is unavailable to ansWer an incoming call. Speci?cally, 
a conventional voice mail system detects When the intended 
recipient is busy or unresponsive to the call, and conse 
quently ansWers the call by playing the intended recipient’s 
audio greeting. Following this, the calling party is prompted 
to record a voice mail message, Which is stored as an audio 
recording in a voice mailbox associated With the intended 
recipient. 
[0005] When the oWner of the mailbox (i.e., the intended 
recipient) Wishes to retrieve the contents of the mailbox at a 
later time, the oWner of the mailbox dials into the voice mail 
system. The voice mail system authenticates the oWner of 
the mailbox, and subsequently alloWs the oWner of the 
mailbox to navigate through his or her mailbox in order to 
perform various basic functions, such as playback, deletion 
and forWarding of individual voice mail messages. 

[0006] With the decreasing cost of memory, voice mail 
systems noW permit a calling party to leave increasingly 
lengthy voice mail messages. In vieW of the large amount of 
information that can be conveyed in a voice mail message, 
the oWner of the mailbox may desire to do more than merely 
listen to each message. Instead, the oWner of the mailbox 
may Wish to perform a more sophisticated processing func 
tion on the contents of one or more voice mail messages. For 
example, the mailbox oWner may Wish to use his or her 
personal digital assistant (PDA) to extract, save and/or 
distribute speci?c information conveyed in a given voice 
mail message. In other cases, the mailbox oWner may Wish 
to use his or her desktop computer to transfer the voice mail 
message to a computer-readable storage medium for 
archiving. 
[0007] HoWever, the basic voice mail systems Which exist 
in many of today’s businesses do not alloW the aforemen 
tioned functionality to be achieved. Speci?cally, conven 
tional voice mail systems do not render voice mail messages 
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electronically processable by mailbox oWners using a device 
of their choice. Rather, mailbox oWners Who Wish to extract 
information from their voice mail messages are restricted to 
hastily transcribing their messages on paper While listening 
to them. Clearly, therefore, a need exists in the industry to 
alleviate this dif?culty, While recogniZing that businesses 
may be reluctant to overhaul their existing voice mail 
systems. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0008] In accordance With a ?rst broad aspect, the present 
invention seeks to provide a method for execution by an 
oWner of a mailbox in a voice mail system. The method 
comprises accessing a voice mail message contained in the 
mailbox; and entering a command instrumental in causing 
the voice mail message to be forWarded over a telephone 
netWork to a conversion entity operative to render an elec 
tronic representation of the voice mail message accessible to 
the oWner of the mailbox. 

[0009] In accordance With a second broad aspect, the 
present invention seeks to provide a voice mail system, 
Which comprises a plurality of mailboxes associated With 
respective oWners, each of the mailboxes having a capacity 
to hold one or more voice mail messages; and a processing 
entity adapted to receive a command indicative of a desire 
to forWard a particular voice mail message held in a par 
ticular one of the mailboxes to a conversion entity reachable 
at a designated telephone number. The processing entity is 
responsive to said command to forWard the particular voice 
mail message to the conversion entity and to cause the 
conversion entity to render an electronic representation of 
the particular voice mail message accessible to the oWner of 
the particular mailbox. 

[0010] In accordance With a third broad aspect, the present 
invention seeks to provide a method for execution by a 
conversion entity reachable over a telephone netWork at a 
designated telephone number. The method comprises receiv 
ing a particular voice mail message forWarded by a voice 
mail system over the telephone netWork, the voice mail 
system comprising a plurality of mailboxes respectively 
associated With oWners, a particular one of the mailboxes 
holding the particular voice mail message; creating an 
electronic representation of the particular voice mail mes 
sage; and rendering the electronic representation of the 
particular voice mail message accessible to the oWner of the 
particular mailbox. 

[0011] In accordance With a fourth broad aspect, the 
present invention seeks to provide a system that comprises 
at least one conversion entity reachable over a telephone 
netWork at a respective designated telephone number. Each 
of the at least one conversion entity has a processing entity 
adapted for (a) receiving a particular voice mail message 
forWarded by a voice mail system over the telephone net 
Work, the voice mail system comprising a plurality of 
mailboxes respectively associated With oWners, a particular 
one of the mailboxes holding the particular voice mail 
message; (b) creating an electronic representation of the 
particular voice mail message; and (c) rendering the elec 
tronic representation of the particular voice mail message 
accessible to the oWner of the particular mailbox. 

[0012] These and other aspects and features of the present 
invention Will noW become apparent to those of ordinary 
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skill in the art upon review of the following description of 
speci?c embodiments of the invention in conjunction with 
the accompanying drawings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0013] In the accompanying drawings: 

[0014] FIGS. 1A and 1B illustrate deposit of a voice mail 
message into a mailbox of a voice mail system; 

[0015] FIGS. 2A and 2B illustrate retrieval of the voice 
mail message from the mailbox; 

[0016] FIGS. 3A and 3B illustrate forwarding of the voice 
mail message to a conversion entity in accordance with two 
non-limiting embodiments of the present invention; 

[0017] FIG. 3C is a schematic block diagram of the 
conversion entity, in accordance with a non-limiting 
embodiment of the present invention; 

[0018] FIGS. 4-6 show various ways of rendering an 
electronic representation of the voice mail message acces 
sible to the owner of the mailbox; 

[0019] FIG. 7 is a schematic block diagram showing an 
alternative non-limiting embodiment of the present inven 
tion. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS 

Depositing a Voice Mail Message 

[0020] With reference to FIGS. 1A and 1B, a voice mail 
system 12 comprises a set of mailboxes. Each of the 
mailboxes, including mailbox 20, has the capability of 
holding one or more voice mail messages. Each of the 
mailboxes, including mailbox 20, is associated with a party 
that is hereinafter referred to as the “owner” of the respective 
mailbox. 

[0021] In FIGS. 1A and 1B, a given caller 16 attempts to 
reach the owner of mailbox 20 over a telephone network 
such as the public switched telephone network (PSTN) 32. 
For example, in FIG. 1A, the caller 16 directly dials the 
telephone number of the owner of mailbox 20, whereas in 
FIG. 1B, the caller 16 passes through a private branch 
exchange (PBX) 24. 

[0022] In the event that the owner of mailbox 20 is busy 
or not responding, the voice mail system 12 begins an 
interaction with the caller 16 and prompts the caller 16 to 
begin recording a voice mail message 9A for the owner of 
mailbox 20. Upon termination of the recording, the voice 
mail system 12 holds voice mail message 9A in mailbox 20 
for subsequent retrieval by the owner of mailbox 20. Com 
monly, the voice mail message 9A may be stored as an audio 
recording, which may be in a format such as “.wav” or “.au”, 
for example. 

Retrieving a Voice Mail Message from the Voice Mail 
System 

[0023] With reference to FIGS. 2A and 2B, the owner of 
mailbox 20 uses a voice mail access device 18 to interact 
with the voice mail system 12 in order to retrieve voice mail 
messages held in mailbox 20, including voice mail message 
9A. In examples of speci?c non-limiting embodiments, the 
voice mail access device 18 may be a conventional tele 
phone which is connected to the PSTN 32 via a digital 
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switch, or a Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) telephone 
that is connected to the PSTN 32 via a data network and a 
gateway therebetween, or a software application running on 
a computer that is connected to the PSTN 32 via a data 
network and a gateway, etc. 

[0024] The actions of the owner of mailbox 20 which lead 
to retrieval of the voice mail message 9A can take on many 
forms. In the case where the voice mail system 12 is a legacy 
voice mail system, the owner of mailbox 20 uses the voice 
mail access device 18 to cause a sequence of digits to be 
dialed via the PSTN 32, which is recognized by a switch 
(e.g., in the PSTN 32 in FIG. 2A, or the PBX 24 in FIG. 2B) 
as a command to redirect the call to the voice mail system 
12. Once in communication with the voice mail system 12, 
the owner of mailbox 20 is authenticated in a conventional 
manner and is then given access to the contents of mailbox 
20 (which, it is recalled, includes voice mail message 9A). 

[0025] The owner of mailbox 20 may dispose of the 
current or most recently played message by entering a 
command. For example, should the owner of mailbox 20 
choose to listen to voice mail message 9A, the owner of 
mailbox 20 enters a “playback command” (e.g., a sequence 
of digits) via the voice mail access device 18. The playback 
command is recogniZed by the voice mail system 12, which 
subsequently begins audio playback of voice mail message 
9A. On the other hand, should the owner of mailbox 20 
choose to delete voice mail message 9A, the owner of 
mailbox 20 enters a “delete command” (e.g., a different 
sequence of digits) via the voice mail access device 18. The 
delete command is recogniZed by the voice mail system 12, 
which subsequently deletes the voice mail message 9A from 
mailbox 20. 

[0026] Alternatively, the owner of mailbox 20 may choose 
to forward voice mail message 9A to a particular destination. 
In accordance with an embodiment of the present invention, 
and as shown in FIGS. 3A-3C, an example of a destination 
to which voice mail message 9A may be forwarded is a 
“conversion entity”14. The conversion entity 14 may be 
operated by the owner of the PSTN 32 or it may be operated 
by an independent third party. 

[0027] As shown in FIG. 3A, the conversion entity 14 
may be connected directly to the PSTN 32. Speci?cally, the 
conversion entity 14 is reachable at a designated telephone 
number (e.g., local, long-distance, toll-free, etc). When a call 
is placed from the PSTN 32 to that designated telephone 
number, the call travels through the PSTN 32 and is routed 
to the conversion entity 14. 

[0028] Alternatively, as shown in FIG. 3B, the conversion 
entity 14 may be connected to the PSTN 32 via a data 
network 34, such as the Internet for example. The data 
network 34 is connected to the PSTN 32 via a gateway 36. 
As in FIG. 3A, the conversion entity 14 is associated with 
a designated telephone number. However, in this case, when 
a call is placed from the PSTN 32 to that designated 
telephone number, it is intercepted by the gateway 36. The 
gateway 36 recogniZes the designated telephone number and 
thus interprets the call as being destined for the conversion 
entity 14. The gateway 36 then consults a table (not shown) 
which maps the designated telephone number of the con 
version entity 14 to an address (e.g., an IP address in the data 
network 34) at which the conversion entity 14 can actually 
be reached. The gateway 36 then ensures transparent com 
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munication between the caller in the PSTN 32 and the 
conversion entity 14 (connected to the data network 34). 

[0029] In either of the above-described scenarios, a PBX 
24 or equivalent may or may not be present. For example, 
when voice mail system 12 is operated by the owner of the 
PSTN 32, then there is typically no PBX 24. Alternatively, 
in a corporate voice mail system 12, the voice mail system 
12 is owned by a third party and hence a PBX 24 is likely 
to be present. 

Forwarding a Voice Mail Message 

[0030] In either of the above-described scenarios, and with 
continued reference to FIGS. 3A and 3B, the owner of 
mailbox 20 enters a “forwarding command”300 (e.g., a 
sequence of digits) via the voice mail access device 18 in 
order to initiate forwarding of the current or most recently 
played voice mail message (which may in fact be voice mail 
message 9A) to the conversion entity 14. The forwarding 
command 300 identi?es the conversion entity 14, either 
explicitly or implicitly. For example, the forwarding com 
mand 300 may include a ?rst portion which is indicative of 
a standard forwarding function followed by a second portion 
that includes either the digits of the designated telephone 
number of the conversion entity 14 or a code that is 
translated by the voice mail system 12 into the digits of the 
designated telephone number of the conversion entity 14. 
Alternatively, the forwarding command 300 may be a cus 
tomiZed forwarding function that implicitly signals an intent 
to forward the current or most recently played voice mail 
message to the conversion entity 14. 

[0031] Upon receipt of the forwarding command 300 
which either explicitly or implicitly identi?es the conversion 
entity 14, the voice mail system 12 initiates a forward of 
voice mail message 9A to the conversion entity 14. In 
addition, “ancillary data”54 is sent to the conversion entity 
14. The ancillary data 54 speci?es various parameters asso 
ciated with voice mail message 9A, such as the identity of 
mailbox 20 where voice mail message 9A was stored. 

[0032] The ability to forward a voice mail message along 
with ancillary data associated therewith to a chosen tele 
phone number is a feature of most legacy voice mail 
systems, hence no change is required to existing voice mail 
systems. For example, network-layer protocols such as 
AMIS A or D, or VPIM, can be used to forward voice mail 
message 9A and ancillary data 54 to the conversion entity 
14. In other embodiments, an outcall can be placed by the 
voice mail system 12 to the conversion entity 14. Still other 
ways of forwarding voice mail message 9A and ancillary 
data 54 to the conversion entity 14 will be known to those 
of ordinary skill in the art. 

[0033] It is noted that where multiple voice mail systems 
12, each with a similar mailbox structure, are in use and are 
capable of reaching the same conversion entity 14 via the 
PSTN 32, ambiguity may arise in the ancillary data that 
identi?es like-numbered mailboxes originating from differ 
ent voice mail systems 12. To resolve this potential ambi 
guity, the ancillary data 54 can be augmented to additionally 
include the identity of the speci?c voice mail system from 
which voice mail message 9A originated. 

Conversion Entity 14 

[0034] A speci?c non-limiting embodiment of the conver 
sion entity 14 is now described in greater detail with 

Jun. 29, 2006 

reference to FIG. 3C. The conversion entity 14 comprises an 
interface 48 connected to a processing entity 46. It is 
recalled that under one scenario being contemplated herein 
(FIG. 3B), the conversion entity 14 is connected to the data 
network 34 (such as the Internet) and thus it should be 
understood that the interface 48 will be adapted for com 
munication over the data network 34. Under another sce 
nario being contemplated herein (FIG. 3A), the conversion 
entity 14 is reachable via the PSTN 32; nevertheless, as 
shown in FIG. 3C, the conversion entity 14 will still be 
connected to the data network 34, although in this case the 
interface 48 will be adapted for communication over both 
the PSTN 32 and the data network 34. 

[0035] The processing entity 46 is connected to a memory 
50, which comprises a plurality of records. Each record in 
the memory 50 stores information forwarded from the voice 
mail system 12, such as voice mail messages and ancillary 
data associated therewith. One such record 52 stores voice 
mail message 9A and ancillary data 54 which speci?es 
mailbox 20. Thus, when the conversion entity 14 is con 
tacted by the voice mail system 12 wishing to transfer voice 
mail message 9A and ancillary data 54, the processing entity 
46 in the conversion entity 14 ensures that voice mail 
message 9A and ancillary data 54 are properly received and 
placed into record 52 in the memory 50. 

[0036] The processing entity 46 is also connected to a 
database 38, which maps an “originating mailbox” ?eld 40 
to an “associated address” ?eld 42. The entries in the 
database 38 may be populated during a preliminary regis 
tration phase. For example, the conversion entity 14 may be 
accessible via the Internet, thus allowing the owner of 
mailbox 20 to enter his or her mailbox (i.e., mailbox 20) in 
the “originating mailbox” ?eld 40 of a given entry as well as 
a desired address in the “associated address” ?eld of the 
given entry. The “associated address” ?eld 42 represents one 
or more address(es) to which the owner of the mailbox in the 
corresponding “originating mailbox” ?eld 40 wishes to have 
electronic representations of his or her voice mail messages 
delivered for eventual processing or retrieval. The “associ 
ated address” ?eld 42 may be an electronic mail address, an 
instant messaging address, an SMS address, an IP address, 
etc. 

[0037] Several non-limiting examples of ways in which 
the processing entity 46 renders an electronic representation 
of voice mail message 9A accessible to the owner of mailbox 
20 will now be described with reference to FIGS. 4, 5 and 
6, respectively. 
[0038] With reference to FIG. 4, the processing entity 46 
runs an electronic mail (email) application 400, which 
reformats voice mail message 9A in record 52 into a ?le 9B 
suitable for attachment to an email message 410. Non 
limiting examples of reformatting include changing the 
format from speech to text, or from .wav or .au to MP3 
audio, etc. The email application 400 also consults the 
database 38 to extract the contents of the “associated 
address” ?eld 42 associated with the “originating mailbox” 
?eld 40 that corresponds to the mailbox speci?ed in record 
52. In this example, the extracted “associated address” is an 
email address associated with the owner of mailbox 20. Of 
course, the extracted “associated address” may include a set 
of more than one email address. 

[0039] The extracted email address implicitly speci?es the 
address of a mail server 420 that is hosted by a service 
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provider with which the owner of mailbox 20 has an 
account. The email application 400 proceeds to deliver the 
email message 410 (which includes the attachment 9B 
representative of voice mail message 9A) to the mail server 
420 over the data network 34. When more than one email 
address is extracted from the database 38, then a correspond 
ing number of email messages is sent in similar fashion. The 
mail server 420 stores the email message 410 for the bene?t 
of its intended recipient, i.e., the owner of mailbox 20. Once 
at the mail server 420, the email message 410 can be pushed 
to an email-capable device 430, such as a desktop computer, 
personal digital assistant, smart phone, etc., that the owner 
of mailbox 20 may be using. Alternatively, the owner of 
mailbox 20 may employ the email-capable device 430 to 
pull the email message 410 from the email server 420. It 
should be noted that the email-capable device 430 can be 
different from the voice mail access device 18 used by the 
owner of mailbox 20 to enter the forwarding command 300. 

[0040] With reference now to FIG. 5, the processing entity 
46 runs an SMS application 500, which reformats voice mail 
message 9A into a text message 9C suitable for transmittal 
within an SMS message 510. The SMS application 500 also 
consults the database 38 to extract the contents of the 
“associated address” ?eld 42 associated with the “originat 
ing mailbox” ?eld 40 that corresponds to the mailbox 
speci?ed in record 52. In this example, the extracted “asso 
ciated address” is an SMS address associated with the owner 
of mailbox 20, such as an IP address of an SMS-capable 
communication device 520. The SMS application 500 pro 
ceeds to deliver the SMS message 510 (which includes the 
text message 9C representative of voice mail message 9A) 
to the SMS-capable communication device 520 over the data 
network 34. It should be noted that the SMS-capable device 
520 can be different from the voice mail access device 18 
used by the owner of mailbox 20 to enter the forwarding 
command 300. 

[0041] With reference to FIG. 6, the processing entity 46 
runs both an electronic mail (email) application 600 and an 
instant messaging (IM) application 610. The email applica 
tion 600 reformats voice mail message 9A into a ?le 9B 
suitable for attachment to an email message 620. Non 
limiting examples of reformatting include changing the 
format from speech to text, or from .wav or .au to MP3 
audio, etc. The email application 600 also consults the 
database 38 to extract an email address from the “associated 
address” ?eld 42 associated with the “originating mailbox” 
?eld 40 that corresponds to the mailbox speci?ed in record 
52. The extracted email address implicitly speci?es the 
address of a mail server 630 that is hosted by a service 
provider with which the owner of mailbox 20 has an 
account. In addition, the IM application 610 also consults 
the database 38 to extract an IM address from the “associ 
ated address” ?eld 42 associated with the “originating 
mailbox” ?eld 40 that corresponds to the mailbox speci?ed 
in record 52. An example of an IM address is an IP address 
of an IM-capable device 650 such as a smart phone. 

[0042] The email application 600 proceeds to deliver the 
email message 620 (which includes the attachment 9B 
representative of voice mail message 9A) to the mail server 
630 over the data network 34. The mail server 630 stores the 
email message 610 for the bene?t of its intended recipient, 
i.e., the owner of mailbox 20. Meanwhile, an instant mes 
sage (IM) 640 is delivered over the data network 34 to the 
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IM-capable device 650. The IM 640 serves to notify the 
owner of mailbox 20 that an email message 620 containing 
an electronic representation of voice mail message 9A has 
been transmitted. The use of an IM is bene?cial when the 
email-capable device 660 is different from the IM-capable 
device 650 (e.g., desktop computer vs. smart phone). Upon 
receiving noti?cation by way of the IM 640, the owner of 
mailbox 20 may use his or her email-capable device 660 to 
retrieve the email message 620 from the mail server 630 at 
his or her leisure. It should be noted that the email-capable 
device 660 and the IM-capable device 650 can be different 
from the voice mail access device 18 used by the owner of 
mailbox 20 to enter the forwarding command 300. 

[0043] From the above description, it will be apparent that 
the owner of mailbox 20 can access electronic representa 
tions of voice mail messages stored therein using his or her 
preferred device (e.g., personal digital assistant, desktop 
computer, smart phone, etc.) to effect any desired processing 
or archiving functions. This preferred device may be differ 
ent from the voice mail access device 18 used to enter the 
forwarding command 300. All this can be achieved while 
allowing the voice mail system 12 to remain a legacy voice 
mail system, which can translate into a signi?cant cost 
savings for the owner/operator of the voice mail system 12. 

Variants 

[0044] Reference is now made to FIG. 7, which shows a 
plurality of conversion entities 14A, 14B, . . . , 14N, each of 
which is reachable over the PSTN 32 using a different 
designated telephone number. In addition, the conversion 
entities 14A, 14B, . . . , 14N are connected to the data 

network 34. In some cases, the conversion entities 14A, 
14B, . . . , 14N will be connected directly to the PSTN 32 

and in others, they may be connected thereto via a gateway 
36 that links the PSTN 32 and a data network 34. Thus, the 
gateway 36 and the direct links between the PSTN 32 and 
the conversion entities 14A, 14B, . . . , 14N are shown in 

dashed outline. Moreover, a PBX 24 may or may not be 
present between the voice mail system and the PSTN 32, and 
thus the PBX 24 is also shown in dashed outline. 

[0045] Conversion entity 14A maintains a database 38A, 
while conversion entity 14B maintains a similar database 
38B, and so on. The structure of the databases 38A, 38B, . 
. . , 38N is identical to that of database 38 in FIG. 4. That 

is to say, each of the databases 38A, 38B, . . . , 38N maps 

an “originating mailbox” ?eld 40 to an “associated address” 
?eld 42. In fact, the same mailbox (say, mailbox 20) will be 
found in the “originating mailbox” ?eld 40 in each of 
databases 38A, 38B, . . . , 38N. However, it is the corre 

sponding entry in the “associated address” ?eld 42 that 
varies from one database to the next. 

[0046] In other words, each of the databases 38A, 38B, . 
. . , 38N maintains a different address corresponding to the 

same originating mailbox (e.g., mailbox 20), thus allowing 
the owner of mailbox 20 to select a particular address to 
which to forward a particular voice mail message (in this 
case, voice mail message 9A). For example, to trigger 
forwarding of an electronic representation of voice mail 
message 9A to the address to which database 38A maps, the 
owner of mailbox 20 enters a forwarding command to cause 
voice mail message 9A to be forwarded to conversion entity 
14A. Analogously, to trigger forwarding of an electronic 
representation of voice mail message 9A to the address to 
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which database 38B maps, the owner of mailbox 20 for 
wards’ voice mail message 9A to conversion entity 14B, and 
so on. 

[0047] A variety of techniques can be used to trigger 
forwarding of an electronic representation of a voice mail 
message to the address that is the outcome of the mapping 
stored in the database maintained by the desired conversion 
entity (one of 14A, 14B, . . . , 14N). These techniques 
include those based on the previously described notion of a 
forwarding command, which either explicitly or implicitly 
identi?es the desired conversion entity 14A, 14B, . . . , 14N. 

For example, the forwarding command may include a ?rst 
portion which is indicative of a standard forwarding function 
followed by a second portion that includes either the digits 
of the designated telephone number of the desired conver 
sion entity 14A, 14B, . . . , 14N or a code that is translated 

by the voice mail system 12 into the digits of the designated 
telephone number of the desired conversion entity 14A, 
14B, . . . , 14N. Alternatively, the forwarding command may 

be a customiZed forwarding function that implicitly signals 
an intent to forward the current or most recently played 
voice mail message to the desired conversion entity 14A, 
14B, . . . , 14N. 

[0048] Control of message disposition in the above-de 
scribed manner may be useful in cases where, for example, 
a mobile professional desires to access an electronic repre 
sentation of a ?rst voice mail message via his or her wireless 
email-capable device, while desiring to render an electronic 
representation of a second voice mail message accessible to 
his or her administrative assistant who is currently in the 
of?ce. Other circumstances are of course envisaged. Gen 
erally speaking, the owner of mailbox 20 is at liberty of 
selecting which of a plurality of intended recipients (or sets 
of intended recipients) is the appropriate one for a particular 
voice mail message. 

[0049] In a speci?c case of the embodiment shown in FIG. 
7, consider the case where the number of conversion entities 
14A, 14B, . . . , 14N corresponds to the number of mailboxes 

in the voice mail system 12. Each of the conversion entities 
14A, 14B, . . . , 14N continues to be reachable over the 

PSTN 32 (either directly or via the gateway 36 and the data 
network 34) at a unique designated telephone number. 
However, in this speci?c case, each of the conversion 
entities 14A, 14B, . . . , 14N is uniquely associated with a 

respective mailbox in the voice mail system 12. Thus, the 
mere fact that a particular conversion entity is at the receiv 
ing end of a forwarded voice mail message signi?es that 
there is an intent to render an electronic representation of 
that voice mail message accessible to the owner of the 
mailbox that is associated with the particular conversion 
entity. Since each conversion entity knows the address of the 
intended recipient a priori, there is no need for the conver 
sion entity to store a database that maps originating mail 
boxes to associated addresses. 

[0050] Those skilled in the art will appreciate that in some 
embodiments, the functionality of the conversion entities 14, 
14A, 14B, . . . , 14N may comprise pre-programmed 

hardware or ?rmware elements (e.g., application speci?c 
integrated circuits (ASICs), electrically erasable program 
mable read-only memories (EEPROMs), etc.), or other 
related components. In other embodiments, the conversion 
entities 14, 14A, 14B, . . . , 14N may comprise an arithmetic 
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and logic unit (ALU) having access to a code memory (not 
shown) which stores program instructions for the operation 
of the ALU. The program instructions could be stored on a 
medium which is ?xed, tangible and readable directly by the 
conversion entities 14, 14A, 14B, . . . , 14N (e.g., removable 

diskette, CD-ROM, ROM, or ?xed disk), or the program 
instructions could be stored remotely but transmittable to the 
conversion entities 14, 14A, 14B, . . . , 14N via a modem or 

other interface device (e.g., a communications adapter) 
connected to a network over a transmission medium. The 
transmission medium may be either a tangible medium (e. g., 
optical or analog communications lines) or a medium imple 
mented using wireless techniques 

[0051] While speci?c embodiments of the present inven 
tion have been described and illustrated, it will be apparent 
to those skilled in the art that numerous modi?cations and 
variations can be made without departing from the scope of 
the invention as de?ned in the appended claims. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A method for execution by an owner of a mailbox in a 

voice mail system, comprising: 

accessing a voice mail message contained in the mailbox; 

entering a command instrumental in causing the voice 
mail message to be forwarded over a telephone network 
to a conversion entity operative to render an electronic 
representation of the voice mail message accessible to 
the owner of the mailbox. 

2. The method de?ned in claim 1, wherein the conversion 
entity is reachable over the telephone network at a desig 
nated telephone number, and wherein the command com 
pnses: 

a ?rst portion indicative of an intent to effect a forwarding 
operation on the voice mail message; and 

a second portion indicative of the designated telephone 
number. 

3. The method de?ned in claim 2, wherein said entering 
a command comprises entering the ?rst portion followed by 
entering the second portion. 

4. The method de?ned in claim 3, wherein the second 
portion is the designated telephone number. 

5. The method de?ned in claim 3, wherein the second 
portion is a code that is not the designated telephone number. 

6. The method de?ned in claim 1, further comprising: 

receiving an electronic message containing the electronic 
representation of the voice mail message. 

7. The method de?ned in claim 6, wherein said accessing 
and said entering is effected using a ?rst device and wherein 
said receiving is effected using a second device different 
from the ?rst device. 

8. The method de?ned in claim 1, further comprising: 

receiving a ?rst electronic message notifying the owner of 
the mailbox of delivery of a second electronic message 
to an address associated with the owner of the mailbox, 
the second electronic message containing the electronic 
representation of the voice mail message. 

9. The method de?ned in claim 1, wherein the electronic 
representation of the voice mail message is a ?le attached to 
an electronic message. 

10. The method de?ned in claim 9, wherein the ?le is at 
least one of a text ?le and an audio ?le. 
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11. A voice mail system, comprising: 

a plurality of mailboxes associated With respective oWn 
ers, each of the mailboxes having a capacity to hold at 
least one voice mail message; 

a processing entity adapted to receive a command indica 
tive of an intent to forWard a particular voice mail 
message held in a particular one of the mailboxes to a 
conversion entity reachable at a designated telephone 
number; 

the processing entity being responsive to said command to 
forWard the particular voice mail message to the con 
version entity and to cause the conversion entity to 
render an electronic representation of the particular 
voice mail message accessible to the oWner of the 
particular mailbox. 

12. A method for execution by a conversion entity reach 
able over a telephone netWork at a designated telephone 
number, the method comprising: 

receiving a particular voice mail message forWarded by a 
voice mail system over the telephone network, the 
voice mail system comprising a plurality of mailboxes 
associated With respective oWners, a particular one of 
the mailboxes holding the particular voice mail mes 
sage; 

creating an electronic representation of the particular 
voice mail message; 

rendering the electronic representation of the particular 
voice mail message accessible to the oWner of the 
particular mailbox. 

13. The method de?ned in claim 12, Wherein When 
forwarded by the voice mail system, the particular voice 
mail message is accompanied by ancillary data identifying 
the particular mailbox. 

14. The method de?ned in claim 13, further comprising: 

determining an address associated With the oWner of the 
particular mailbox; 

sending a message containing the electronic representa 
tion of the particular voice mail message to the address 
associated With the oWner of the particular mailbox. 

15. The method de?ned in claim 14, Wherein the address 
associated With the oWner of the particular mailbox is hosted 
by a service provider With Which the oWner of the particular 
mailbox has an account. 

16. The method de?ned in claim 14, Wherein the address 
associated With the oWner of the particular mailbox identi 
?es a device associated With the oWner of the particular 
mailbox. 

17. The method de?ned in claim 14, Wherein said deter 
mining an address comprises consulting a database popu 
lated With entries each specifying an originating mailbox 
and at least one associated address in an attempt to ?nd an 
entry specifying the particular mailbox, thereby to obtain the 
address associated With the oWner of the particular mailbox. 

18. The method de?ned in claim 17, Wherein the database 
is populated during a registration phase that precedes receiv 
ing the particular voice mail message. 

19. The method de?ned in claim 13, further comprising: 

determining a ?rst address associated With the oWner of 
the particular mailbox; 
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determining a second address associated With the oWner 
of the particular mailbox; 

sending a ?rst message to the ?rst address; 

sending a second message to the second address; 

Wherein the second message contains the electronic rep 
resentation of the particular voice mail message; 

Wherein the ?rst message noti?es of transmission of the 
second message. 

20. The method de?ned in claim 19, Wherein the second 
address is hosted by a service provider With Which the oWner 
of the particular mailbox has an account. 

21. The method de?ned in claim 20, Wherein the ?rst 
address identi?es a device associated With the oWner of the 
particular mailbox. 

22. The method de?ned in claim 19, Wherein said sending 
a ?rst message is done over a Wireless netWork. 

23. The method de?ned in claim 22, Wherein said sending 
a second message is done over the Internet. 

24. The method de?ned in claim 19, Wherein said deter 
mining a ?rst address and said determining a second address 
comprises consulting a database populated With entries each 
specifying an originating mailbox and at least tWo associated 
addresses in an attempt to ?nd an entry specifying the 
particular mailbox, thereby to obtain the ?rst address and the 
second address associated With the oWner of the particular 
mailbox. 

25. The method de?ned in claim 24, Wherein the database 
is populated during a registration phase that precedes receiv 
ing the particular voice mail message. 

26. Computer-readable media tangibly embodying a pro 
gram of instructions executable by a computer to perform 
the method de?ned in claim 12. 

27. The method de?ned in claim 13, Wherein the ancillary 
data further identi?es the voice mail system that contains the 
particular mailbox. 

28. The method de?ned in claim 12, Wherein the elec 
tronic representation of the particular voice mail message 
comprises a ?le for attachment to an electronic message. 

29. The method de?ned in claim 28, Wherein the ?le is at 
least one of a text ?le and an audio ?le. 

30. The method de?ned in claim 12, Wherein said creating 
an electronic representation of the particular voice mail 
message comprises converting the particular voice mail 
message from a ?rst format into a second format different 
from the ?rst format. 

31. The method de?ned in claim 30, Wherein the ?rst 
format is an audio format and the second format is a text 
format. 

32. The method de?ned in claim 30, Wherein the ?rst 
format and the second format are both audio formats. 

33. The method de?ned in claim 12, further comprising: 

sending a message containing the electronic representa 
tion of the particular voice mail message to an address 
uniquely associated With the designated telephone 
number. 

34. The method de?ned in claim 12, further comprising: 

sending a ?rst message to a ?rst address associated With 
the oWner of the particular mailbox; 

sending a second message to a second address associated 
With the oWner of the particular mailbox; 
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wherein the second message contains the electronic rep 
resentation of the particular voice mail message; 

Wherein the ?rst message noti?es of transmission of the 
second message; 

Wherein the combination of the ?rst and second addresses 
is uniquely associated With the designated telephone 
number. 

35. A system comprising: 

at least one conversion entity reachable over a telephone 
netWork at a respective designated telephone number, 
each of the at least one conversion entity having a 
processing entity adapted for: 

(a) receiving a particular voice mail message forWarded 
by a voice mail system over the telephone network, 
the voice mail system comprising a plurality of 
mailboxes associated With respective oWners, a par 
ticular one of the mailboxes holding the particular 
voice mail message; 

(b) creating an electronic representation of the particu 
lar voice mail message; and 

(c) rendering the electronic representation of the par 
ticular voice mail message accessible to the oWner of 
the particular mailbox. 

36. The system de?ned in claim 35, Wherein When for 
Warded by the voice mail system, the particular voice mail 
message is accompanied by ancillary data identifying the 
particular mailbox. 

37. The system de?ned in claim 36, Wherein the process 
ing entity of each of the at least one conversion entity is 
further adapted for: 

(d) attaching the electronic representation of the particular 
voice mail message to an electronic message; 

(e) sending the electronic message to an address associ 
ated With the oWner of the particular mailbox. 

38. The system de?ned in claim 36, Wherein the process 
ing entity of each of the at least one conversion entity being 
is adapted for: 

(d) sending a ?rst electronic message to a ?rst address 
associated With the oWner of the particular mailbox; 

(e) attaching the electronic representation of the particular 
voice mail message to a second electronic message; 

(f) sending the second electronic message to a second 
address associated With the oWner of the particular 
mailbox; 

Wherein the ?rst electronic message noti?es of transmis 
sion of the second electronic message. 

39. The system de?ned in claim 36, Wherein the process 
ing entity of each of the at least one conversion entity is 
further adapted for: 

(d) determining an address associated With the oWner of 
the particular mailbox; 

(e) sending a message containing the electronic represen 
tation of the particular voice mail message to the 
address associated With the oWner of the particular 
mailbox. 
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40. The system de?ned in claim 39, Wherein the address 
associated With the oWner of the particular mailbox is hosted 
by a service provider With Which the oWner of the particular 
mailbox has an account. 

41. The system de?ned in claim 39, Wherein the address 
associated With the oWner of the particular mailbox identi 
?es a device associated With the oWner of the particular 
mailbox. 

42. The system de?ned in claim 39, Wherein each of the 
at least one conversion entity is connected to a data netWork 
and Wherein said sending a message is done over the data 
netWork. 

43. The system de?ned in claim 39, Wherein said deter 
mining an address comprises consulting a database popu 
lated With entries each specifying an originating mailbox 
and at least one associated address in an attempt to ?nd an 
entry specifying the particular mailbox, thereby to obtain the 
address associated With the oWner of the particular mailbox. 

44. The system de?ned in claim 36, Wherein the process 
ing entity of each of the at least one conversion entity is 
further adapted for: 

(d) determining a ?rst address associated With the oWner 
of the particular mailbox; 

(e) determining a second address associated With the 
oWner of the particular mailbox; 

(f) sending a ?rst message to the ?rst address; 

(g) sending a second message to the second address; 

Wherein the second message contains the electronic rep 
resentation of the particular voice mail message; 

Wherein the ?rst message noti?es of transmission of the 
second message. 

45. The system de?ned in claim 44, Wherein said deter 
mining a ?rst address and said determining a second address 
comprises consulting a database populated With entries each 
specifying an originating mailbox and at least tWo associated 
addresses in an attempt to ?nd an entry specifying the 
particular mailbox, thereby to obtain the ?rst address and the 
second address associated With the oWner of the particular 
mailbox. 

46. The system de?ned in claim 36, Wherein the at least 
one conversion entity comprises a plurality of conversion 
entities. 

47. The system de?ned in claim 46, Wherein the process 
ing entity of each conversion entity in said plurality of 
conversion entities is further adapted for: 

(d) sending a message containing the electronic represen 
tation of the particular voice mail message to an 
address associated With the oWner of the particular 
mailbox, the address associated With the oWner of the 
particular mailbox being uniquely associated With the 
respective designated telephone number at Which said 
conversion entity is reachable. 

48. The system de?ned in claim 46, the processing entity 
of each conversion entity in said plurality of conversion 
entities being further adapted for: 

(d) sending a ?rst message to a ?rst address associated 
With the oWner of the particular mailbox; 
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(e) sending a second message to a second address asso 
ciated With the owner of the particular mailbox; 

Wherein the second message contains the electronic rep 
resentation of the particular Voice mail message; 

Wherein the ?rst message noti?es of transmission of the 
second message; 
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Wherein the combination of the ?rst and second addresses 
associated With the oWner of the particular mailbox is 
uniquely associated With the respective designated tele 
phone number at Which said conversion entity is reach 
able. 


